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INTRODUCTION


Behold a land perpetually wet, densely overgrown and always hot and humid. Then consider the impact of man, whose inimical habit is to sculpt and render landscapes both habitable and productive. The landscape is flat and cultivated, a patchwork of well-maintained earth bunds holding in the water-nourished rice, which feeds the people. Gently rising slopes hem the plains in a chaotic profusion of tangled green vegetation, giving way at the coast to endless stretches of soft, white-coral sand shaded by lines of windblown coconut trees, beyond which lies a calm turquoise sea glistening in the sunlight. Generic Southeast Asia: there are few parts of the world at once so benign and pleasing to the eye, yet so replete with a superabundance of life.


When I mention to people in Europe that I live in Southeast Asia they tend to respond by saying how privileged I am to enjoy a warm tropical climate, vibrant culture and exotic food. There is an enduring romanticism about Asia in the Western world. It grew from the awe with which early travellers, prisoners of coarse woven wool and strict religious injunctions, beheld the vivid coloured silks and promiscuous chaos of their first encounters. The impact has ranged from the influence of ‘Oriental’ religion and culture on the Enlightenment, to the stimulation of base instincts by the lush and lurid attractions of modern Bangkok. ‘Everything is narrow in the West,’ wrote the French historian Jules Michelet, ‘Greece is small and I stifle; Judea is dry and I pant. Let me look a little towards lofty Asia, the profound East.’


Yet for me Southeast Asia is no romantic escape. I was thrown into the region first as a student and, later, as a professional. I learned over time of the Janus-faced aspect to modern Southeast Asia: one face projects astonishing social and material progress, the ‘truly Asia’ depicted in promotional material that is all five-star shopping and fine dining with a dash of local spice, attended by ever-polite smiling people speaking good English and wearing designer fashion. The other, facing inwards, is one of stern, uncaring authoritarianism with no concern for the suffering of those left behind in the chaotic scramble to get rich and be glorious. It’s hard to underestimate the value of the happy smiling mask, for all the income it earns, the security it provides: millions of tourists flock to Thailand despite the military government’s bridling of dissent and postponement of elections. Singapore’s insistence on strict rules limiting free speech, and prosecuting mosquito bloggers, hasn’t stopped the world’s major banks from occupying high-priced office space in the central business district, nor from making Changi Airport one of the busiest in the world, handling as many as 200,000 passengers in a day. Not even the risk of a return to military rule in Myanmar nor of continuous violent warfare in parts of the country deters hordes of Europeans sipping cocktails on luxury river cruises up the Irrawaddy River.


Behind the smiling mask of tropical abundance there lurks the reality of perennial threats to stability and survival, fuelled by rising levels of social and economic inequality and a chronic absence of the institutional safeguards and legal certainty we take (or at least used to take) for granted in the West. The Indonesian farmer who falls prey to creditors and climate change; the Cambodian teenager enslaved on a Thai fishing boat; the Muslim Rohingya migrant from Myanmar starving and beaten, then left for dead in a ditch by human traffickers along the Thai–Myanmar border. The countless women and girls condemned to prostitution; the innocent families trapped between insurgents and soldiers in conflict zones, their lives threatened and disrupted. This book seeks to dispel myopic myths of tropical Arcady, and for that matter the simplistic media narrative of heroic popular struggle against nasty authoritarian regimes. In the chapters that follow I aim to distil my own understanding of state and society based on decades of professional and personal engagement in the region. The arguments, although often captious, are heartfelt. Having lived and worked in four of Southeast Asia’s primary cities and criss-crossed all ten of the countries as a traveller and writer as well as working professional, I hope to offer readers a more refined yet accessible explanation of what makes one of the world’s most colourful regions tick.


This book is a journey through Southeast Asia, not in the conventional sense as a casual traveller might see the region. Instead it is a journey through a long experience of observation: my own experience over four decades as student, journalist, writer, and then as a mediator striving to end armed conflict. It’s a journey in search of explanation. It takes us through the historical origins of state and society, the formative influences on modern nationhood and in turn how this has affected contemporary political trends and generated chronically high levels of popular struggle and violent conflict.


Southeast Asia lies at the heart of Asia, which for the first time in modern history now accounts for more private wealth and investment than Europe. The region’s ten countries, covering almost two million square miles with a combined population of 626 million people, encompass cultures and peoples of considerable variety, complexity and historical significance. At one point in the medieval era, most of the civilised world derived enormous wealth from Southeast Asia’s natural abundance. Chinese traders imported textiles and rice; Arabs, Indians and Europeans battled trade winds and each other over food-preserving spices. In turn, Southeast Asia was profoundly influenced by these trading influxes, which helped mould kingdoms and cultures that presented an open face to the world at a time when little was known of either the Americas or Africa. The Portuguese first conquered Malacca on the Malay Peninsula in 1511, three years before the Spanish established a settlement in Havana, Cuba.


Southeast Asia was therefore a region fated to be fought over and trampled on by major powers that forged enduring imperial edifices in the languid tropical climes of Java, Malaya and Indochina.


Five hundred years later, Southeast Asia remains a region of considerable strategic importance contested by outside powers. China vies with the United States for strategic primacy in the region, making it the main battlefront of a new global struggle for power. Corporate giants from China, Europe, the United States, Japan and Korea vie for consumer spending and big-ticket infrastructure deals, contesting its sizeable market. Southeast Asia’s larger cities, Bangkok, Jakarta, Kuala Lumpur and Singapore, have become important beachheads for luxury brands and aspiring designer labels; Bangkok has twenty square kilometres of shopping mall space. Meanwhile, the meeting rooms of luxury hotels are filled with officials pressing schemes for closer cooperation, whether it’s a free trade deal that opens up markets, or a defence cooperation agreement that binds nations to outside powers as they eye a part of the world that has always been a strategic highway connecting East and West. For much of its history Southeast Asia has endured ingression, and still does.


With three of its countries bordering China, Southeast Asia is the closest, most exposed region to what is now the world’s largest economy. This is both a blessing and curse. China for centuries was more or less a benign neighbour, a source of trade, technology and legitimacy for Southeast Asian rulers who paid largely symbolic forms of tribute to the great neighbour to the north. Over the long centuries of European domination in Southeast Asia, China grew weaker and more insulated, and remained so until the last half of the twentieth century. Since then, China has steadily asserted its influence, at first by fomenting communist uprising, then offering financial inducements, and in recent years by using hard power projection. As the Western powers struggle to retain their global role and influence, Southeast Asia has become the fulcrum of a concerted effort to contest and contain Chinese power. In this book I argue that for all the perceived primacy of Western institutional and influence and military power, the dynamics of power and conflict in Southeast Asia makes it much harder for the West to sustain effective influence – and much easier for China to gain sway in the long run.


In the beginning, long before the Europeans came in the 1500s, waves of migrants, most of them from the north, established princely states in the lush valleys and jewel-like islands of the region. They planted rice and traded with wilder people of the forest margins. They borrowed elements of the Hindu and Buddhist faith to shape systems of government and administration that bound people to kings and princes using powerful beliefs in cosmic centrality. Theirs was a network of principalities loosely connected by trade and bound by marriage, paying token tribute to distant kingdoms and enjoying a liberal form of autonomy before the era of centralised bureaucracies introduced by colonial rule. Pre-modern settlement was concentrated in valleys dotted with hamlets and fortified towns living off well-irrigated rice fields and fruit gardens. The surrounding hills were densely forested, the preserve of wild animals and malevolent spirits. When low cloud obscures the forested hills fringing these valleys, one can imagine how once man feared and venerated such intangible forms. For all beliefs are somewhat rooted in what we cannot see.


Huge swathes of Southeast Asia look pretty much the same today, although deforestation has taken its toll. The primary centres of power and authority, the cities where most people live, have changed beyond imagination. As they opened up to foreign trade and influence, they found themselves overrun by expanding European powers. By the end of the nineteenth century, colonial cities such as Rangoon, Batavia (as present-day Jakarta was known) and Hanoi, with their columned stone edifices and streetcars, rivalled their European peers in style and grandeur. When the colonial era ended in 1945, there were high hopes for the newly independent states that emerged from the Pacific War. Burma, Indonesia, Malaya and the Philippines were all granted independence as fledgling democracies. Not one stayed free and democratic for long.


By the mid-1950s the political landscape of Southeast Asia had become an ideological battleground. The forces of modernity and social awakening, allied with socialism and communism, were drawn to the ideology of redistribution and notional equality. They collided with traditional elites who had prospered under colonial rule and were fearful of losing power under the new democratic disposition. Faced with the paradox of undoing what they had wrought, the former colonial powers sided with the traditional elites, because at this point what they most feared was the spread of communism. This supported the advance of military-led regimes armed and bankrolled by the West, which snuffed out the brief flickering light of freedom in Southeast Asia. Democracy ended in Burma after a military coup in 1962; with the quelling of a communist-backed coup in Indonesia in 1965; and after the army intervened in Cambodia in 1970. Waves of left-wing protest in Thailand in the mid-1970s were ruthlessly suppressed by the military. Strong leaders like Ferdinand Marcos in the Philippines and Mahathir Mohamad in Malaysia used a mix of populist demagoguery and strong-arm tactics to bypass the democratic institutions they inherited. By the mid-1980s, authoritarian rule was the norm in Southeast Asia.


The world sat back as authoritarian styles of government evolved and grew entrenched. It was easy to turn a blind eye because these regimes tended to be benign in that they made efforts to feed and clothe their people rather than jail or kill them – although they did that too. There were instances of exceptional brutality but even these were tolerated because they kept the tide of communism at bay. The US and its allies turned a blind eye to the repression and nepotism of South Vietnamese President Ngo Dinh Diem in the mid-1950s because he was fanatically anti-communist. As then US President Lyndon Johnson observed: ‘He’s the only boy we got out there.’ There wasn’t a single Western power ready to sanction Indonesia for killing around half a million people in the mid-1960s on the suspicion they were communist sympathisers. This remains the case: there wasn’t a murmur of indignation when a panel of judges convened by an Indonesian people’s tribunal in The Hague in 2016 concluded that the United States, United Kingdom and Australia should be held accountable for what they described as ‘genocide’.


The Cold War in Southeast Asia heralded a dark period of repression and impunity, which the famous images of the period convey well: a Vietcong suspect shot in the head on a roadside, a self-immolating Buddhist monk in Saigon, and the senseless carpet bombing of Cambodia. Ironically, it was a communist victory in Vietnam, captured by an iconic photograph of the chaotic departure of Americans from the roof of their embassy in Saigon in 1975, which paved the way for the region’s economic boom. Fear in downtown Bangkok of an imminent communist invasion prompted scared Thais to sell land at rock-bottom prices to the city’s Sikh community, which led to an explosion of condominium and retail development.


The end of the wars in Indochina in the mid-1970s allowed pent-up economic forces to establish strong market-based outposts of trade and manufacturing that replicated some of the same advantages that had attracted the imperial powers a century or so earlier – a disciplined and plentiful workforce willing to work for less and an abundance of natural resources, as well as access to strategic seaports. From the mid-1980s Southeast Asia’s incipient tiger economies grew so fast that at one point a decade later there was serious thinking in economist circles about a new model for global development. It was easy to be lulled into believing this was the new face of global growth; the steel-and-glass towers that sprouted in cities like Bangkok, Jakarta, Kuala Lumpur, Manila and Singapore projected prodigious wealth and industry. Leaders like Prime Minister Lee Kuan Yew of Singapore and Prime Minister Mahathir Mohamad of Malaysia thumbed their noses at the West and spoke about Asian values supplanting Western-style democracy. Investment bankers from Western financial centres all cheered and raked in their commission, making billions on emerging stock markets. It all seemed so permanent, until it came crashing down.


The financial crisis sparked by currency speculators in 1997 revealed serious cracks in the edifice. The most dangerous shortcoming was in the realm of governance. Fast-growing as these economies were, they lacked basic elements of oversight; neither were they anchored very much to their own societies. Rapid economic growth in a semi-democratic or autocratic setting was seldom transparent or subject to checks and balances. The trickle-down was minimal and income inequalities ballooned. So when the markets crashed, huge amounts of money disappeared and people found themselves without jobs and safety nets. The result was social upheaval and protest, revealing an underdeveloped modern political superstructure and acutely divided societies.


Fifteen years on, democracy has made modest advances and government tends to be a little more open and transparent as a result. The economies have on the whole recovered, and GDP growth rates were averaging 5 per cent by the end of the first decade of the twenty-first century. Once again Southeast Asia had become a region of opportunity, with a $2.4 trillion economy making it currently the fifth-largest economy in the world after the United States, China, Japan and India. At a wine bar along Bangkok’s Sukhumwit Road in 2015 the standing special offer of free-flowing wine and all you can eat for $15 drew a heaving crowd of European twenty-somethings. The fastest-growing expatriate community in Singapore today is from Italy, where 40 per cent of young people are unemployed. The dispirited and unemployed youth of Europe come to Southeast Asia in search of opportunity. A young Argentinian looking for work in Singapore laments that South America, for all its stability and promise, is ‘too far away from anywhere’ while characterising Singapore as the centre of the world.


Yet for all the glamour, glitz and all-night clubbing, there is a dark underside. Argentina may be at the bottom end of the Southern Hemisphere, but it has put military rule and repression behind it. Across most of Southeast Asia, political progress and stability falls well short of what was anticipated in the late 1990s. The military plays either an overt or covert role in politics in three of the principal countries of the region; there have been two military coups in Thailand this side of the millennium. A draconian security law is back in force in Malaysia; Cambodia is entering a vicious vortex of political violence. And in the Philippines a popular strongman president has turned a blind eye to the extra-judicial killing of thousands of suspected criminals since he was elected in May 2016. He said he ‘didn’t give a shit’ when the United Nations registered concern.


Contemporary Southeast Asia is plagued by a state of demi-democracy. For the past four decades there has been something of a rolling transition. It started at the back end of the so-called third wave of democratisation in the mid-1970s and ultimately led to the People Power revolt in the Philippines a decade later. For different reasons and in different ways, this wave of political liberalisation stalled and then got started again after the Asian Financial Crisis in 1997. It has yet to deliver effective change. Hard-won freedom of expression, either at the ballot box or in the media, has been diluted and often reversed by pernicious legal and security challenges. Whether it is new security and sedition laws in Malaysia, military coups in Thailand, or the rise of populists with scant regard for the rule of law or the autonomy of the judiciary, there would seem to be a perpetual drag on democratic progress. Making matters worse for the majority of people is the fact that the principal beneficiaries of growth and development are a thin sliver of society. The term oligarchy is nowadays used to describe the elite, which in turn uses endemic corruption and a monopoly on power to protect its privileged position. As Surin Pitsuwan, a former Thai foreign minister and Secretary General of the Association of Southeast Asian Nations, a regional grouping established in 1967, put it to me once: as an advocate for freedom and equality, ‘you can never afford to let your foot off the gas’.


As a result, little has been done to address the fundamental problems plaguing Southeast Asian societies. Profound inequalities of wealth and welfare have fuelled unending unrest and conflict within the ten countries, either involving non-state armed actors fighting for autonomy and local identity, or mass protest movements as seen in Thailand, Malaysia and Cambodia. Even more troubling, these inequalities provide tinder for the flames of religious extremism and conflict. Forty per cent of the population of the region professes the Islamic faith, which has been more successful in its spread throughout the region than Christianity. For almost a millennium, Muslims have lived peacefully alongside Hindus, Buddhists, Christians and animists, making Southeast Asia one of the most religiously diverse regions in the world. In recent times this equilibrium has been upset by the influence of conservative ideas on Islamic orthodoxy imported from the Middle East through other parts of South Asia. These narrow ideas, feeding off inequality and despair, have inculcated values of prejudice and hatred, which even if they influence a small minority of people, have been exploited and magnified for political ends. Just as Muslim Africa, the pastoral areas in particular, has seen ancient patterns of inter-religious coexistence disrupted and exposed to violent conflict, so there is a trend towards intolerance that is displacing traditional patterns of peaceful coexistence in Southeast Asia.


The stability of Southeast Asia therefore remains questionable; its politics unpredictable, its societies in flux. Understanding the reasons why Southeast Asian politics is so volatile and unprogressive is important for a global economy that is increasingly Asia-centred and that relies on trade that passes through Southeast Asia, as well as investment or manufacturing that serves its burgeoning consumer-driven economies.


This book examines the dynamics of power and the bewildering array of conflicts in Southeast Asia and offers a rather personal guide to understanding what makes this fascinating and strategically important part of the world tick. In addition to indulging my own desire to reflect on a lifetime of experience, my hope is that the larger powers who have spent centuries benefiting in one way or another from Southeast Asia’s wealth of resources, whether as protectors, oppressors or benign overlords, derive some insight from what follows. Throughout the book I will return again and again to violent waypoints in the region’s modern history that have had a magnified impact on society and cast a shadow over political progress: the 1965 communist killings in Indonesia, the Martial Law period of the early 1970s in the Philippines, the violent crackdown on student protesters in Thailand during the same period. And of course the genocide perpetrated by the Khmer Rouge in Cambodia after 1975. The scars of injustice and impunity persist and continue to influence modern trends of political change and stasis. The other recurrent theme is the threat to diversity and pluralism. Southeast Asian society is characterised by a dynamic diversity that has underpinned its stability for centuries. Peoples of different races and religions mingling and coexisting in harmony are the hallmark of a society that has on the whole avoided the sectarian schisms of Europe and the Middle East. Modernisation and consequent inequalities have put pressure on this easy-going pattern of coexistence and for the first time in history there are strong centrifugal forces driving a wedge between different religious and racial communities with alarming effects on stability.


As Western governments struggle to retain influence in Asia, it is important they understand the contours of power and the stress points in society. Similarly, the flexing of China’s new ‘big country’ muscles could do a lot of damage if its policymakers remain blinkered by archaic perceptions enshrined in the imperial archives. The frame for much of my analysis is the interplay of power, privilege and violent conflict. This stems from my experiences over four decades in Southeast Asia first as a journalist and later as a mediator. I have never run a business, built a refugee camp or taught at a school or university in the region. I plunged instead into the colourful labyrinth of politics and had a ringside seat, witnessing the changing fortunes of the powerful as well as the often violent impact this had on the rest of society.


The book has long been urged, cajoled and encouraged by friends and colleagues. It has gestated for a very long time, and was written with trepidation: one of the first things I learnt about the part of Asia I have called home for the past thirty years is to be wary of explanations. To get too comfortable with explaining a certain trend or phenomena is to forget the exception lurking around the corner, to mistake change for continuity, and to assume that something discovered is a new phenomenon. Being an outsider opens up the possibility of being misleading, or misled. As a foreign devil and long-time barefoot reporter in these lands, I am conscious of the need to temper shrewd analysis with a healthy dose of scepticism. Therefore, to begin, it is apt to recall the late Richard Hughes, an Australian paragon of foreign devils and barefoot reporters. He once wrote as an introduction to one of his esteemed columns in the Far Eastern Economic Review: ‘gallantry and gullibility are the contrasted themes of this week’s intrusion’.









PART 1


POWER





CHAPTER ONE


JOURNEY INTO THE HEART OF SOUTHEAST ASIA


‘There it is before you – smiling, frowning, inviting, grand, mean, insipid, or savage, and always mute with an air of whispering, “Come and find out.”’


Joseph Conrad, Heart of Darkness


Gullible and intrusive; that’s just how I felt arriving for the first time in Southeast Asia in 1979. Disembarking from a Thai International Airways DC-10 at Bangkok’s Don Muang Airport, a pungent organic odour and wet heat assailed me as I emerged at the door of the plane; it was like being slapped with a wet towel in a hot kitchen. The sensory trauma catapulted me out of the West and into the East. Driving from the airport into the city in the back of a sturdy Toyota Corolla, I soon left the rice fields and ornate temples, their cut-glass decoration glinting in the moonlight, and entered a corridor of grimy concrete shopfronts laced with sagging cables. The landscape looked disappointingly post-industrial, a bit like the wrong end of Los Angeles. I spent my first night at the Malaysia Hotel off Rama IV Road, a famous hostelry on the backpacker trail. The mattresses sagged and the sheets were stained. I strolled over to a nearby bar – the Blue Fox, I think it was called – and watched The Deer Hunter being played from a video recorder. Later, I lay awake listening to the roar of an exhausted air conditioner rattling in the window.


The Southeast Asia I saw for the first time that year was gripped by the trauma of the Cold War. The humiliating American military retreat from Vietnam in 1975 spawned widespread fears of Vietnamese tanks trundling down Sukhumwit Road in central Bangkok within forty-eight hours of reaching the Thai border. Cambodia was convulsed in a murderous frenzy at the hands of the Khmer Rouge, a diabolical regime that set out to exterminate intellectuals, emptied the cities and put the remaining people to work in the rice fields. Most other countries in the neighbourhood were ruled by repressive military regimes, either installed or supported by the West to keep communism at bay. These regimes, in turn, struggled to suppress communist-led and Chinese-backed insurgencies on their dense jungle margins. Yet despite all the fears of war and communist takeover, there was hope for a new era of prosperity and stability.


In the era before mass-market tourism and budget airlines, few foreigners ventured very far beyond the big cities and beach resorts. I wasn’t a tourist – I was a second-year undergraduate studying Southeast Asian languages and history at the University of London. That summer I was keen to see as much as I could of a region I had elected to study but never visited. So, soon after arriving in Thailand, I headed south to Indonesia. I flew into Medan at the tip of North Sumatra. From there I endured a bone-shaking forty-eighthour journey across Sumatra to visit my university classmate Dewi Fortuna Anwar in her ancestral village outside the district town of Bukit Tinggi. The driver had never met a Westerner and insisted that I occupy the front seat next to him in the rickety Mercedes coach. Here in the front row, looking out of the flat expanse of fly-smudged windscreen, I watched in horror as he steered the vehicle to the edge of steep precipices, winding us up and down terrible roads. I travelled through a landscape dominated by violent hues of green lashed fluorescent by rain punctuated by gashes of red laterite soil, like open wounds in the earth. It was during this terrifying journey that I developed a liking for the sweet clove cigarettes known as Kretek. It was also during my week-long stay in west Sumatra that I first became aware of the broad and seemingly unending tangle of family ties that provides the essential matting of Southeast Asian societies.


A few weeks later, back in Thailand several thousand kilometres to the north, I walked for miles with a local guide across hot laterite roads and through dense jungle to the west of the little town of Mae Sariang. After some hours, we reached a village inhabited by a hill-tribe people known as the Karen. An old man with a kind, wrinkled face smoking a pipe stared down at us from a split-bamboo terrace outside his thatched hut and called out: ‘What took you so long?’ I later learned that even though we were the first Europeans this particular village had ever seen, an old Karen myth had it that the book of knowledge would be brought by white-faced people, because when it had been distributed to everyone at the dawn of human existence by the creator, the Karen were too lazy to go and fetch a copy. I have a photograph of the man, but forget his name. He got it the wrong way around, of course. I was the one embarking on a journey that would become a lifetime of education.


My first impressions of Southeast Asia were infused with vivid tropical light and pungency framing glimpses of complex societies awkwardly embracing the modern world, yet bound by ancient traditions and conventions. Singapore in 1979 had been independent for less than twenty years. Although neat and tidy compared with Indonesia or Thailand, many streets were lined with two-storey shop-houses from which emanated smells of cinnamon and mace. The old colonial centre around the parade ground known as ‘the Padang’ was trimmed and in immaculate order, overlooked by the whitewashed stucco walls of the Cricket Club – still there today. In contrast, Bangkok was a mildewed-concrete jungle punctuated at random by tropical garden compounds protecting delicate wooden houses where bureaucrats with aristocratic titles fed leftover rice to their carp in the morning and later served up the crumbs of patronage to loyal retainers.


After some weeks of travel, I stayed with fellow students from London in the northern Thai capital of Chiang Mai, a city of such bucolic grace that I wondered, on warm and misty mornings or when the setting sun at the edge of twilight turned everything carnation pink, if it might be a model for paradise. The people of Chiang Mai were exquisitely mannered and polite, and with almost a hundred Buddhist temples within the crumbling city walls, riding around the city brought to mind an early seventeenth-century engraving of the old Siamese capital of Ayudhya by some French Jesuit explorer. The city’s accessible charm and bustle helped me begin to understand the basic etymology of Southeast Asian society.


For all of Chiang Mai’s charms, I was drawn to Indonesia, enchanted by the ideals of nationhood riotously played out with a blend of triumph and tragedy, and to the accompaniment of the discordant clashing of brass gongs and cymbals, where nothing was as it appeared. Back in London after completing my undergraduate studies, I applied to continue with doctoral research involving field-work in Indonesia. Unravelling the mysteries of Indonesia played to my own conflicted and complex identity as a Levantine polyglot transplanted to the West. I wrote my undergraduate history thesis on Sukarno, whose biographical details I devoured, recalling that my Greek auntie Zoe had once met him and received a signed portrait of the man when she worked as a secretary at the Indonesian legation in Rome in the early 1960s. There was a strangely subliminal impulse behind my attraction to Indonesia.


But it was not to be – at least, not yet. The authoritarian Suharto regime all but banned foreign research students, after attempts by an earlier generation of academics, notably the late Ben Anderson of Cornell University, to uncover the grisly details of Suharto’s rise to power in the aftermath of a so-called communist-led putsch in 1965, following which around half a million suspected Communist Party members and sympathisers were murdered in a frenzy of state-backed killing. Instead, I joined the legion of social science post-grads who beat a path to the doors of the National Research Council in the more open, but no more democratic Thailand. The application cost fifty dollars, and my nominal proposal to study ethnicity in Chiang Mai landed me back in the magical city nestled like a cluster of jewels in the hills of northern Thailand in early 1982.


In the course of my research I encountered the uniquely Southeast Asian approach to confrontation and conflict: conflict is something to be avoided. In the Thai context, ‘face’ is everything; it is a manifestation of basic human dignity. In the West we talk of a person’s soul giving form to the essence of being; across Asia, people have a more physical manifestation of self. To lose face is to suffer such an assault on dignity and self-esteem that a sudden, violent response is not only warranted, but expected. And so Thai society, in common with other Southeast Asian cultures, has developed a sophisticated array of conflict-avoidance mechanisms. These range from a pathological inability to say anything direct, in order to avoid giving offence, to a range of gestures and actions that outsiders interpret as a well-developed culture of manners, but which in fact are part of the suit of armour protecting against indignity. I learned to my cost that exposing truth and reality in ways that offended or made others lose face prompted an irrationally over-the-top response. One day in the course of a giving a public lecture at Chiang Mai University, I described a well-known scam involving the selling of Thai identity cards to illegal Burmese immigrants. This revelation so offended the local military commander that friends told me my life was in danger. To make amends, I visited a Buddhist temple to make a generous contribution to the abbot. Much as the old Catholic Church sold indulgences to save souls, so too can face can be restored through a material exchange. It was a lesson that served me well in the coming years.


The mid-1980s were an inflection point in the politics of Southeast Asia. It all began in the Philippines, where the ageing dictator Ferdinand Marcos held tight to the reins of power. But when the bumptious autocrat, who famously wore elevated shoes, ordered the public assassination of opposition leader Benigno Aquino in 1983, he lit the fuse of popular discontent. I covered the ensuing People Power movement from a cramped studio at the BBC World Service in London’s Bush House, where, having joined the BBC after graduating, I was a trainee producer for the news and current-affairs programme rather unimaginatively named 24 Hours. Most of the breaking news out of the Philippines happened overnight, when I was on duty to produce what we called the ‘dawns’, or the morning edition.


These were the earliest days of perpetual cable coverage. The events unfolding in Manila were CNN’s first global story. And there I was: huddled in a dark studio, in the bowels of Bush House in the middle of the night, seven thousand miles away from all the action. I could not have been more excited. I trawled for contacts to set up live interviews and stole sound-bites from the CNN feed. People Power dominated the fifteen-minute morning shows, which followed a bulletin of world news. At one point I found US Congressman Steve Solarz at home, and asked him down a scratchy phone line if I could patch him through to the studio. ‘Fine,’ he said, ‘but I’m on the can.’ Everyone hoped that People Power in Manila would act as a catalyst for liberal political awakenings in Jakarta, Rangoon and elsewhere. Events in Manila were amplified in the media and breathlessly projected as the end of history for Asia. It was a false dawn.


My real exposure to the realities of Southeast Asia politics began when the BBC appointed me their correspondent in Indonesia. I arrived in Jakarta in May 1987 on another long flight from London, received another wet slap in the face and was assaulted by an even more pungent odour. I had with me with a journalist visa issued at the Indonesian embassy in London, a high-end Sony cassette recorder, and an old pair of BBC cans, as we called headphones in those days. My first dispatch to London was a story about the launch of Indonesia’s communications satellite.


And so, turning my back on the go-go eighties, all buttery Chardonnay and cocktails in Chiswick and Chelsea, I embarked on a career as foreign correspondent, a life in Southeast Asia. What did I know?


Not much. A few months learning some basic Indonesian plus what I could glean from the SOAS library reading room making notes from renowned Cornell University scholars of Southeast Asian politics and history Ben Anderson and Ruth McVey; didactic diversions into bound musty volumes of the Journal of the Royal Asiatic Society to read obscure articles about lost cultures; multiple viewings of The Year of Living Dangerously, and the odd plate of satay or gado-gado at the seedy Equatorial restaurant in Soho. This precarious patina of knowledge and experience barely equipped me to deal with the full-frontal assault of urban drama and sensuality spliced with unfathomable intrigue and bureaucratic obfuscation that was Jakarta in 1987.


‘Authoritarian’ and ‘repressive’ sound like technical terms; dry, remote and distant, they convey neither the physical pain nor mental suffering that the victims of autocratic governments suffer. Slamet Bratanata was my first real contact in Indonesia. I was told he was a dissident and that I must see him. I assumed that finding him would be hard, imagining some kind of underground movement, its leadership in hiding. So when I pulled up in front of a rambling Dutch villa on a leafy street in upscale Menteng by Saint Teresa’s church, I was at first a little disappointed. The former Minister of Mines, who was dismissed for trying to introduce transparency and accountability into the contracts-tender process, smiled broadly as he greeted me on his veranda. He served tea in delicate Delft porcelain and spoke English softly but with a guttural Dutch accent. Slamet seemed less threatening than he was made out to be by Ministry of Information officials who had warned me not to speak to him.


Yet Slamet was no shrinking violet. Throughout the years I knew him, Slamet spoke plainly and expansively about the iniquity of President Suharto’s authoritarian regime and his country’s tragic history. As spokesman of an opposition group known as ‘The Petition of 50’, he wrote editorials and articles critical of the government. In conversation, Slamet brought alive the tableau of conflict that litters Indonesian history, marking time with successive bouts of killing. He introduced me to General Abdul Haris Nasution, the man who devised the Indonesian army’s guerrilla strategy during the brief war of independence from the Dutch, who escaped with his life by climbing over his garden wall when rebel elements of the palace guard came looking for him on that fateful evening of 30 September 1965. Both men gave expression to the voiceless intellectuals who suffered the indignity of having to suppress the memories of these events and pretend they were the exaggerated delusions of foreign interlopers and fanatics. I was no fanatic, but it became obvious I was intruding. The Ministry of Information summoned me to explain following an article I had written that apparently showed my communist tendencies. Next question: ‘Do you work for the CIA?’


I spent these early years revising the history I had been taught back in London, and grappling with the muted fear and apprehension of my friends and contacts. Much – too much – was not as it seemed. Slamet Bratanata could serve me tea in Dutch porcelain in a parlour adorned with silver and crystal, yet he could not open a bank account or leave the country. Nasution may have helped in a significant way to win freedom for his country, but he was exiled to a dilapidated house on a tree-lined street where he remained unrecognised, and uninvited to any official occasions. Ostracised, like some forlorn retired Field Marshal from a Gabriel García Márquez story, Nasution felt impotent and the army he built to win independence was now divided. ‘The army is arrayed as on a chessboard,’ the old general told me in his deep gravelly voice one hot afternoon in December 1990. ‘They are no longer striving for unity, but playing one another off.’ Here I learnt something else about Southeast Asian interaction. It isn’t just a question of avoidance of conflict to save face, as I had discovered in Thailand. There is also suppression of conflict through fear and intimidation.


Over the next five years, I travelled the length and breadth of Indonesia, from mosquito-infested Merauke in Papua to the deep-water harbour of Sabang in Aceh. Everywhere I found evidence of the remarkable reach of the Suharto regime’s development programmes; there were for example small clinics dispensing basic drugs and birth control in almost every village. Suharto, a portly man with silver hair and pudgy hands, was often seen interacting with peasant farmers wearing a simple straw hat and a broad smile; he made sure that financial aid for the farmers came from foundations established in his name. At the same time, I heard bitter complaints of how constrained and suffocated people felt because they could not express themselves. The military was omnipresent. Under what was termed the army’s ‘dual function’, serving officers staffed all government departments, were members of parliament and provided stiff backbone to administration down to the village level. A good district officer – many of whom fit the profile of a relatively honest military man with fastidious parade-ground discipline – could become popular because he served the people. His office compound was swept and pruned; uniforms were starched and pressed, a flag-raising ceremony held every morning. The archetype was the lazy colonel who had slipped up somewhere in his career, and was assigned a position in some flyblown backwater where he tyrannised the people. Long before Susilo Bambang Yudhoyono became the first Indonesian president to be directly elected in 2004, I visited his office in Indonesian Armed Forces HQ at Cilangkap on the outskirts of Jakarta. Susilo was attached to the army information department; his office bare as his rotund face was smooth. He spent much of the time drawing circles with different-coloured marker pens on a whiteboard, describing what he called the mindset of the Indonesian people.


The army was everywhere, yes, but to be honest I seldom saw any military action. I made several visits to Aceh on the northern tip of Sumatra in search of the war, but saw only sullen faces lurking in coffee shops along empty streets. The war was fought in the shadows, in scattered skirmishes and in the souls of men. An Acehnese rebel group had been fighting for independence from Indonesia since 1976 and the army was accused of killing tens of thousands of innocent Acehnese, some by rolling tanks over their bodies according to a black book of alleged atrocities compiled by the Free Aceh Movement. Meanwhile the Acehnese rebel leadership lived in exile in Sweden, where they held menial civic jobs as postmen or city clerks and drew social security. The rebels had minimal firepower and held no territory but they were winning because the military abused the people it should have been protecting.


I saw that most clearly in East Timor. Indonesia invaded the neglected former Portuguese colony in 1975 and could have spent the next few decades developing its potential as a coffee-growing tourist attraction. Instead, the army decided to turn the small territory wedged between other remote and underdeveloped islands in the country’s eastern region into a prison camp and source of income from trade and coffee exports. In 1989 I visited the capital Dili on the occasion of Pope John Paul II’s visit. Just as the Polish pontiff had completed a turn of a huge field on the outskirts of the city in his white popemobile, the tearful, emotional crowd of thousands unfurled a banner demanding independence. Later, at the nearby home of then-Lieutenant Colonel Prabowo Subianto, who was to become commander of Indonesia’s feared special forces and later to run as president in 2014, I met emaciated Timorese prisoners quaking with fear. Prabowo asked them to serve me tea and boasted how well they were treated. Yet tea spilled all over the table as they trembled uncontrollably. I’ll never forget their blinking, red-rimmed eyes signalling their terror to me in silent semaphore.


I spent five years reporting in Indonesia, four of them as Jakarta bureau chief for the Far Eastern Economic Review (FEER), a weekly news magazine with a venerable status and reputation as a source of news on Asia, headquartered in Hong Kong. I had read the magazine as a student and jumped at the opportunity to join its ranks of journalists, many of whom were well known in the region. Working for the magazine allowed me to delve deeper and say more about the stories I was covering, which eventually prompted the government to make aggressive moves to terminate my journalist visa and expel me from the country. I gathered that it wasn’t anything specific that I had reported; it was more that I had been there too long and perhaps knew too much. I appealed to the foreign ministry and the powerful defence minister, General Benny Murdani, whom I had gotten to know quite well. One day I was at a diplomatic cocktail party, which in those days served as the functional equivalent of social media today: the only way to find out what was going on was to cruise the buffet lines at embassy functions. Juggling a plate of crudités and a glass of wine, I ran into both Murdani and Foreign Minister Ali Alatas. ‘How can they expel me?’ I complained. ‘Isn’t this “Visit Indonesia” year?’ Happily, they saw the logic and helped stave off the expulsion order, but in return I promised to move on.


My next posting was in Malaysia, superficially a more urbane, tranquil setting of incipient modernity sprouting from the trimmed lawns and black-and-white bungalows of the British colonial era. My first impressions of Kuala Lumpur were framed by visits to the Selangor Club and the racecourse that is now the site of the futuristic Petronas Twin Towers. The British bequeathed all the trappings of modern justice and political participation before they departed Malaya at midnight on 30 August 1957: high courts, bewigged judges on benches, a Westminster-style parliament complete with honourable speaker and mace. Beneath twirling, dust-caked fans at the Selangor Club’s long bar, lugubrious Dravidian high court judges, called to the bar at Lincoln’s Inn, downed whisky sodas and sparred with one another in Oxonian accents while watching test cricket. This clubbable idyll masked a deeper malaise; for the British also bequeathed to this country the seeds of perpetual conflict by establishing an unequal society plagued with institutionalised racism.


Malaysia is a confounding confection of races – Malays, Chinese and Indians. The Malays were granted political supremacy before the British left in 1957, which put the 33 per cent of the country who are Chinese and the 10 per cent who are Indian at a distinct disadvantage. The basic dynamic was that of mainly rural Malay majority fears of being overrun by the better-educated urban-based Chinese minority. To ensure their dominance, the Malays engineered a crude system of patronage to ensure that the lion’s share of the economy was in their hands, as well as supreme political power. ‘Before there was one country,’ the Malaysian novelist of Tamil origin K. S. Maniam wrote in his evocative novel In a Far Country. ‘Now there were many countries inside that one country.’


Of all the iniquities of the colonial legacy in Southeast Asia, none was more divisive and corrosive than the racial division of labour pioneered by the British and emulated by the Dutch in Indonesia. The concept was fiendishly efficient: how to manage the costs of labour yet prevent empowerment of the native populace. The answer: import a labour force from afar, and control the degree of upward and horizontal mobility in society by determining professional boundaries and levels of status in racial terms. A British colonial officer posted to Burma named John Sydenham Furnivall captured the whole idea in his seminal work, Colonial Policy and Practice, published as the British left Burma in 1948. I had first come across Furnivall when I was a graduate student researching ethnicity in Chiang Mai. His concept of a ‘Plural Society’ in which people ‘mix but do not combine’, hold on to their own religions and languages and meet only in the marketplace, helped explain the passivity of native economies, which could be controlled through mechanisms of divide and rule.


Unfortunately, these same mechanisms were passed on to the newly independent states of Malaya and Burma; ideals of nationhood and independence may have enshrined notions of one people, but in reality laws and conventions bequeathed by the British sustained and reinforced racial boundaries. Above all, these divisions in society were politically convenient; majority Malays in Malaysia and Burmese in Burma used them to justify a pre-eminent role in their plural societies in which other races and linguistic groups, such as Chinese and Indians, and myriad highland minorities such as Shan and Karen in Burma, nonetheless made up significant proportions of the population. This set the stage for chronic social incoherence and tension – and violent conflict.


By the time I reached Malaysia, almost half a century after independence, the Malay elite continued to fear and resent the Chinese. A veteran journalist of Indian descent told me he once heard Tunku Abdul Rahman, the country’s first prime minister, say of the Chinese: ‘If they all piss at the same time, we would be drowned.’ This fear in turn propelled Malay society towards interpretations of Islam that emphasised exclusive conservative mores to protect racial and religious boundaries. The law forbids Malays to convert to other religions, and violation of religious conventions such as eating during the fasting period of Ramadan incurs heavy fines. Muslim religious observance is strictly enforced and the Religious Affairs Department patrols public places to catch and punish offenders holding hands out of wedlock or breaking the fast. It is a striking example of how pious religious observance has been deployed as a boundary marker in more complex social and economic settings. As I found elsewhere in the region, the short-term gain in terms of identity is fast overcome by long-term damage to the fabric of tolerance and diversity that holds Southeast Asian societies together.


It is hard to underestimate the divisive forces in Malaysian society, where racial intermarriage is rare and political affiliation defined in racial terms – all this has grown far worse since I lived there in the mid-1990s. Successive governments have boasted of the achievements of multiracial harmony but have reinforced differences and turned a blind eye to absurd impulses such as banning Muslims from touching dogs, or suing ice-cream companies for allegedly using non-halal ingredients. A more recent absurdity is the accusation that Christians use Christmas to convert Muslims to their faith. ‘Malaysian society is structurally unsound,’ Malaysian Army General Johan Hew, himself a Chinese converted to Islam, told me soon after I arrived in 1991: ‘So like the internal combustion engine it operates at only sixty per cent efficiency.’ Although there was much about Malaysia that I grew fond of, the underlying atmosphere of racial discord was oppressive and I was somewhat relieved by the end of 1994 to move back to Thailand where, outwardly at least, society seemed more cohesive.


The continuity of tradition and culture is often valued as an attribute of stability. This was the barely concealed leitmotif of my secondary school history course in England, which glossed over all the unfortunate events that befell the British beyond the shores of the United Kingdom, highlighting instead the continuity of throne and parliament. Thailand suffers from much the same delusion. Returning to Thailand for the first time since my student days, I felt a curious ambivalence. At one level, the constant accommodation and tolerance aimed at avoiding conflict suggested a society well equipped to adapt to modernity. Yet at the same time there was an immovable rejection of modern mores and a stubborn resistance to inevitable social change. Among the friends I had made as a student in the early 1980s, I felt a baffling lack of concern about the outside world. Perhaps it was hard for me to grasp the Buddhist concept of impermanence, but I sensed something darker, more sinister, built around ignorance and a wilful rejection of modern values.


On my return to Bangkok in the mid-1990s, this time as a foreign correspondent, I found the city almost unrecognisable: a place bedazzled by newfound prosperity and paralysed by unchecked growth and extravagant consumption. Gone were the mouldy concrete facades that depressed me on my first visit at the end of the 1970s; they were covered over by tinted plate glass and billboards advertising expensive branded goods. Thais flaunted their wealth by purchasing ever-larger luxury motorcars and then slowly poisoned themselves sitting in gridlocked traffic jams. There was something inhuman about the way parents forced their exhausted children to eat and sleep in air-conditioned vehicles that took them to and from schools, sometimes spending six hours a day or more in their cars. My own two young children were no exception. They were woken at around 5 a.m. to begin the long journey through interminable traffic jams to their school. Our lives revolved around traffic; managing it, avoiding it and often just surrendering to sitting under a hot car roof trying not to count the hours.


Thais lived as if there were no tomorrow: money was made easily and more could be had on easy terms from banks living off profligate flows of foreign capital invested in the stock market without any caution. Forests of poorly financed and undersold condominiums sprouted across the city. The architecture was grand, employing stucco Corinthian columns and expensive marble. Habits changed and displaced traditional Thai ways with brash symbols of Western consumerism. Silk ‘mor hom’ shirts and khaki safari suits were shed for sleek navy-blue Zegna and Yves St Laurent; goblets filled with vintage French claret replaced tumblers of rice-based Mekhong whisky. A profusion of Italian restaurants sprang up and populated the city with a colony of chefs fleeing recession-tightened Europe. It felt like the belle époque Lawrence Durrell described in colonial Alexandria. It didn’t last.


On 2 July 1997 the Thai baht fell through the floor after the government devalued the currency and called in the International Monetary Fund. Suddenly the super-rich were very poor. Thailand’s crisis became Southeast Asia’s problem and before long the IMF turned its attention also to President Suharto of Indonesia. Banks and businesses collapsed, equity wasn’t worth the paper it was printed on, and the legions of workers assembling those condominiums and tower blocks disappeared, leaving behind piles of rotting concrete and rusting steel. People who weeks earlier had owned banks started selling sandwiches or running thrift stores where cast-off luxuries went for a song. It wasn’t just the collapse of an economic boom; Thailand’s tough carapace of protection from the outside world shattered.


The financial crisis jolted Southeast Asia out of the fantasy world created by foreign investors and venture capitalists, in which relatively young nations catapulted from agricultural-based subsistence and poverty to sleek, modern, consumer-based so-called ‘tiger economies’. The crisis precipitated the entrenched and privileged elite’s loss of legitimacy, and the erosion of social cohesion and control. Something snapped. After the Berlin Wall fell in 1989, Western commentators argued for the triumph of universal values of democracy. So in contrast to the Cold War coddling of autocrats to keep them out of communist clutches, there was loud cheering in the West as once-stable pro-Western governments tottered amid clamours for reform. In Indonesia, thirty years of authoritarian rule came crashing down in a frenzy of looting and lynching in Jakarta.


In May 1998 I stood with a small group of journalists on a deserted main boulevard in the centre of Jakarta between a line of troops armed with automatic rifles and a noisy mob of students taunting the soldiers and calling for democracy. The students were angry, the troops nervous; at one point bullets started to whizz above our heads. Someone said they must be rubber bullets. Surely they were. I later learned that the soldiers had magazines loaded with both rubber and conventional ammunition and, although he was reluctant to recognise the situation, the game was up for Suharto. ‘The President is divorced from reality,’ Sarwono Kusumaatmadja, a former Suharto minister and a close confidant of mine, had told me a month earlier: ‘Like the melting clock in a Salvador Dali painting.’ Once the treacherous elite saw the wind blowing the other way they abandoned him, emerging the very next day as true believers in democratic process and reform.


However, it seemed to me that there were more profound, existential changes happening. Writing two years ahead of the 1997 financial crisis, I wondered whether wealth and progress, most of it fuelled by Western capital and technology, could be an effective agent of progressive change. Instead, I saw ruling elites adapting and cohabiting with modern forms of governance. ‘Traditional models of power and authority have been recovered or reinvented to support strong forms of government authority and leadership,’ I wrote, predicting that political culture in Southeast Asia was evolving in a direction that might diverge from trends apparent in society and generate conflict. Indeed, under pressure from rapid modernisation and the stress of economic hardship, societies had begun slipping their moorings and drifting into a sea of turmoil. The visionary American anthropologist James C. Scott writes that mass exodus, often coupled with rebellion and banditry, was the traditional response to catastrophe in Southeast Asia. But in the urbanised modern context, people have nowhere to run to; calamity must be endured with the threat of sanction. The tendency is either to capitulate, or resist.


Perhaps this explains the orgy of rioting, looting and murder that erupted in Jakarta with explosive force on 4 May 1998. The trigger was President Suharto’s decision to increase the price of petrol by 70 per cent, although tensions had been simmering for months because of the economic hardship brought on by the financial crisis. What began with a few student protests escalated after shots were fired, and within a few hours large areas of Jakarta’s northern districts, home to ethnic Chinese, were burning. Anyone who looked Chinese was dragged out and lynched. Joining the mob of foreign journalists who flocked to Jakarta in what looked like the Philippines in 1986 all over again, I was horrified by the footage streaming live via CNN and the BBC. The rioting eventually subsided after the army moved in, but these first few days set the scene for Suharto’s eventual ousting. My colleague John McBeth and I struggled, taking turns at the keyboard of a computer in a small office on the eleventh floor of the Antara Building in downtown Jakarta, to distil these events into what we hoped was crisp, biting analysis that would rise above the torrent of daily coverage in a weekly magazine. Staring out at the city, its empty streets devoid of traffic save for the odd military vehicle, it was hard not to imagine an uncertain future for the country, while at the same time hoping for the best.


Indeed, as much as this marked the start of Indonesia’s democratic transition, it also was the prelude to years of violent unrest. For much of the next decade, conflicts began to surface, some stirred by elite political forces in a bid for power, others stemming from dormant separatist movements in marginal areas, or from harnessing religious dogma to disgruntled elements of society to train and unleash violent militancy and extremism.


Southeast Asia is home to almost one third of the world’s Muslim population; it is also the hearth of Theravada Buddhism and hosts sizeable Hindu and Christian communities. By and large, Muslims and non-Muslims have coexisted harmoniously in situations where they are minorities or as a majority. Hand in hand with Southeast Asia’s rapid development, Muslims adopted progressive ideas and helped spearhead new thinking about pluralism. In the mid-1990s, B. J. Habibie, a quirky German-trained engineer who was Suharto’s technology minister (and later the man who succeeded him as president) teamed up with Anwar Ibrahim, then deputy prime minister of Malaysia, to launch a new intellectual platform for modern Muslims. I attended talks and seminars where there was much discussion around the idea of channelling faith towards science and technology: a new Alhambra. Anwar talked volubly about tolerance and multiculturalism, about building a new harmony in Southeast Asia based on a common cultural heritage, about liberal values and a commitment to human rights. He sponsored seminars on the Philippine nationalist José Rizal and the Bengali poet Rabindranath Tagore. This was his Asian Renaissance. Anwar was also very good at firing up the crowds with traditional Islamic rhetoric. ‘The ordinary people may be ignorant of the bigger issues, but they appreciate a man who knows Arabic – the language of Al Quran,’ he thundered to a large crowd of supporters in the eastern Malaysia state of Kelantan one moonlit evening on the campaign trail in 1993. Worries about Anwar’s Islamic activism as a student melted before his conviction that the modern Muslim was a tolerant, technically proficient aesthete who drove a BMW, not a Koran-thumping, limb-slashing cleric in flowing robes with a yen for stoning adulterers. Sadly for Anwar, and in my view for Southeast Asia, his views and driving ambition only served to reinforce envy and suspicion among his enemies, ending in his prosecution and jailing on charges of corruption. Replacing the rhetoric of Asian Renaissance was the vitriolic hate speech of Asian jihad.


I struggled with this sudden and unexpected change of course. One moment the Muslims of Southeast Asia were on course to replicate the scientific and social achievements of the Moors in Spain, the next they were seeking the establishment of seventh-century Arabia in a new Asian caliphate. The 11 September attacks on New York and Washington DC in 2001 unleashed a maelstrom of cleverly incited and directed violence, supported on shoestring budgets by social misfits and outcasts who used their often-inadequate knowledge of the scriptures to manipulate poor boys from the sticks with low self-esteem and time on their hands. It was one of the most effective strategies to fulminate conflict in societies that were susceptible after decades of high growth with poorly distributed wealth and benefits.


At first there was a lethal convergence with the existing pockets of territorial conflict. Even before the global jihad exploded with such spectacular impact against the steel-and-glass frame of the World Trade Center’s twin towers in New York, a plot to simultaneously explode bombs in eleven airliners crossing the Pacific to the US was hatched by Pakistani terrorists in the Philippines. If it had succeeded four thousand people might have been killed. In both the Philippines and Thailand, subnational conflict involved the struggle of Muslim minorities to free themselves from non-Muslim overlords. One of the most notorious of the region’s Islamic extremists, Hambali, was arrested in 2003 and is imprisoned in Guantanamo Bay. He envisaged a terrorist campaign to install an Islamic caliphate covering all Muslim lands in Southeast Asia, drawing on the grievances of Muslim youth in poor and marginal areas of Indonesia, Malaysia, Thailand and the Philippines. By now, I had left the field and been appointed Managing Editor of FEER. Moving to Hong Kong put me at the centre of the finest network of reporters and correspondents covering Asia. It was a distinct privilege to sift through weekly dispatches from so experienced and passionate a band of journalists. Reporters such as Bertil Lintner, John McBeth, Nate Thayer, Margot Cohen and Murray Hiebert were the finest witnesses and analysts of events in Southeast Asia. Although I could not know at the time, when on 11 September 2001 two airliners slammed into the Twin Towers in New York, a short distance from the offices of FEER’s owners, Dow Jones, the fallout delivered a death blow to the magazine; bringing to a close an era of Western hubris and ambition that forced Dow Jones to turn its gaze, and financial support, elsewhere.


Meanwhile, my world had changed. The Southeast Asia I confidently assumed was equipped with both the social and economic means to avoid becoming engulfed by the hatred and violence spewing out from the Middle East was now caught up in the maelstrom. My assumptions were wrong.


*


The final leg of my journey through Southeast Asia in place and time has been conducted over the past decade as a mediator in armed conflict. In 2004, in the aftermath of a decision taken by a management bean counter in New York to close the shutters of the redoubtable regional news magazine I reported for and edited, I received a call from a friend suggesting I meet the executive director of a Swiss organisation involved in engaging armed groups to negotiate peace agreements. Hard as it was to grasp how this worked, I was nonetheless intrigued, not to mention unemployed. So I jumped at the opportunity with alacrity. A few weeks later I moved to Singapore, where I established a regional office for the Geneva-based Centre for Humanitarian Dialogue (HDC).


Audacious as it seemed, the idea was to explore opportunities for mediation of the region’s armed conflicts, of which there was no shortage. HDC pioneered the idea of a private mediation in Aceh, after Indonesia’s bold but eccentric President Abdurrahman Wahid agreed to initiate talks with the Free Aceh Movement in 1999. The talks, involving reluctant and suspicious foreign ministry officials and exiled members of the Free Aceh Movement, forged an early agreement on a humanitarian pause or temporary ceasefire monitored by an ASEAN-led team of observers. (Breakthrough as it was, the powerful Indonesian military teamed up with conservative political quarters in Jakarta to undermine these efforts and it wasn’t long before talks were suspended and martial law was declared in the troubled province.)


For the past decade I have inhabited a strange world of marginal people and prohibited space, perpetually shadowed by violence and suffering. In a stark departure from covering the struggle for reform and progress across Southeast Asia that coloured my years as a journalist, I came face to face with yawning fissures in a society underpinned by ethnic and religious prejudice. I understood at last that people, no matter how elevated their level of responsibility, would stubbornly strive to protect their interests rather than sink differences in the pursuit of common progress. Following the path of violence and trying to talk people into peace has driven me to consider the region more realistically. There is a brutal pragmatism about the way politics is conducted and all the collateral damage left in its wake. Motives ascribed to lofty ideals or policy goals in government handouts or interviews disguise naked personal interests. Saving face drives a lot of people to extreme positions from which they will not budge. Violence ensues.


Throughout this last period of my long journey through Southeast Asia, I have confronted its darkest secret, which for all the progress made by these societies in material terms, is their profoundly frustrating capacity to perpetuate conflict at huge cost to society for rather mundane and selfish reasons. Whether a simple matter of face, or some interpersonal power struggle, there is seldom a let-up in the climate of menacing violent conflict. Political feuds fester and perpetuate hatred that in turn goes unreconciled, and which afflicts successive generations with heartfelt grievances. Violence leaves a trail of victims who are never recognised or compensated. No matter how progressive the outlook is in political or economic terms, no one seems committed to finding a just and lasting peace. Chronically conflicted and enduring elite factions have dominated government in Southeast Asia throughout the period I have lived and worked in the region, preventing the development of modern institutions to promote more open and transparent governance. In the following chapters I will attempt to explain why.









CHAPTER TWO


LANDS BELOW THE WINDS


This was the East of the ancient navigators, so old, so mysterious, resplendent and sombre, living and unchanged, full of danger and promise.


Joseph Conrad, ‘Youth’


Geographically speaking, Southeast Asia sits like an enlarged appendix to the Asian continent. To the west it borders the Indian Ocean; to the east the Pacific. The mainland comprises the deltas of three major rivers – the Irrawaddy, the Chao Phraya and the mighty Mekong – each of these muddy waterways providing generous floodplains of alluvial silt on which the rice-growing societies of Burma, Thailand, Cambodia and Vietnam have been supported for over a millennium. In addition to an abundance of water and fertile silt, vast areas of forest offer a profusion of tropical hardwood and wildlife. Further south, islands hang like a string of beads from a long peninsula probing the warm waters of the Andaman Sea. Surrounded by warm water and blessed by moderate trade winds in both directions, these coastal areas supported trading centres that allowed an accretion of material and cultural influences from both East and West. In terms of scale, Southeast Asia comprises ‘an area comparable to all Europe and its seas north of the African coast’, wrote the British geographer E. H. G. Dobby in 1950.
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